
Dignity Denied: The Specific Plight 
of Female Inmates 

 

The American prison system was built by men, for men. The 
architecture, the policies, and the medical protocols are all designed 
around the male body and male behaviour. Yet, women are the 
fastest-growing segment of the incarcerated population. This 
mismatch creates a crisis of care that is frequently overlooked in the 
broader discussion. A comprehensive book about prison reform 
must dedicate chapters to this issue, as the experience of women in 
federal custody differs fundamentally from that of men, particularly 
regarding health, hygiene, and family. 

Women entering the system often face a "double punishment." They 
endure the loss of liberty, but they also endure a system that fails to 
recognise their basic biological and social needs. From the shackling 
of pregnant inmates to the scarcity of feminine hygiene products, the 
indignities heaped upon female prisoners are systemic and severe. 

The Crisis of Motherhood Behind Bars 

The majority of women in federal prison are mothers, and many are 
the primary caregivers for their children. When a father goes to 
prison, the children usually stay with the mother. When a mother goes 
to prison, the children often enter the foster care system. The 
destruction of the family unit is far more immediate and permanent 
when the mother is incarcerated. 

The geographic remoteness of federal prisons makes visitation nearly 
impossible for poor families. This separation causes profound trauma 
for both the mother and the child. "Prison nurseries," which allow 
mothers to keep their infants for a period of time, are rare exceptions. 
Reforming the system requires a recognition that incarcerating a 
mother often condemns her children to a lifetime of instability, 
perpetuating the cycle of poverty and crime. 

Medical Neglect and Women's Health 

The healthcare system in federal prisons is woefully inadequate for 
women. Routine screenings for breast and cervical cancer are often 
delayed or skipped entirely. Menopause management is virtually non-
existent. Women with complex gynecological issues are often told to 
simply "drink water" or take ibuprofen. 
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Perhaps the most barbaric practice is the shackling of pregnant 
women during labor. Despite numerous laws and policy changes 
attempting to ban this, it continues to happen. It is a practice devoid 
of medical or security justification, serving only to humiliate. A 
reformed system would ensure that women's prisons are staffed with 
specialists in women's health and that the unique medical needs of the 
female body are treated with dignity, not indifference. 

The Trauma-To-Prison Pipeline 

Statistics show that a staggering percentage of incarcerated women 
are victims of past sexual or physical abuse. Their path to prison is 
often paved with trauma, leading to substance abuse and subsequent 
criminal behaviour. Yet, the prison environment is often re-
traumatizing. 

The power dynamic between male guards and female inmates is 
inherently dangerous. Sexual abuse and coercion remain pervasive 
issues. "Pat searches" by male staff can be deeply triggering for abuse 
survivors. Reform must involve a shift toward trauma-informed care, 
ensuring that the prison environment does not replicate the abusive 
dynamics of the inmate’s past. 

Hygiene as a Human Right 

The degradation of female inmates often centres on hygiene. In many 
facilities, sanitary pads and tampons are rationed or must be 
purchased from the commissary. Women who cannot afford them are 
forced to beg staff for basic supplies or improvise with toilet paper. 

This weaponization of hygiene is a control tactic. It strips women of 
their dignity and forces them into a state of dependency. Several states 
have passed "Dignity Acts" to mandate free access to these products, 
but the federal implementation lags behind. Hygiene products should 
be as freely available as toilet paper, recognised as a biological 
necessity, not a luxury. 

Conclusion 

To achieve true justice, we cannot simply paint the male prison model 
pink. We must design a system that acknowledges the specific 
biological, social, and psychological realities of women, prioritising 
family preservation and trauma recovery over punitive isolation. 

Call to Action 

To read a narrative that explores the forgotten voices of the justice 
system, visit: 

Visit: https://hassannemazee.com/ 
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